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Abstract: This article ties in with existing discussions on global care chains, family separation and the
devaluation of social-reproductive work. We explore the new trend of outsourcing care for the elderly to
countries with lower wages. We base our analysis on the debate in the German press and supplement
it with insights from ethnographic field observations in two care homes in Thailand. We identify a
discourse of abandonment, which shows how outsourcing the care of the elderly unsettles the privilege
of sedentarism that is often taken for granted in the Global North. Furthermore, the newspaper articles
tend to villainize people who seek care for their loved ones abroad. We argue that both discourses foster
a neoliberal rationale of individualized responsibility and obfuscate the deep systemic roots of the care
crisis in the Global North. However, by extending the discussion on outsourcing care for the elderly
beyond the dominant media discourses, we envisage a rich potential for provoking political debate on the
revaluation of care.
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Our	paper	 ties	 in	with	existing	discussions	on	global	 care	 chains,	 family	separation	and	 the	
devaluation	of	social-reproductive	work.	It	explores	the	novel	trend	of	outsourcing	eldercare	
to	 countries	 with	 lower	 wages.	 Our	 analysis	 is	 based	 on	 the	 media	 debate	 in	 the	 German	
language	press	and	supplemented	with	insights	from	ethnographic	observations	in	two	care	
homes	in	Thailand.	We	 identify	a	discourse	of	abandonment	that	 indicates	how	outsourcing	
eldercare	unsettles	 the	privilege	of	sedentarism	that	 is	often	taken	for	granted	 in	the	global	
north.	Furthermore,	 the	news	articles	villainize	 families	who	seek	 care	 for	 their	 loved	ones	
abroad.	 We	 argue	 that	 both	 discourses	 foster	 a	 neoliberal	 rational	 of	 individualized	





Around	2012,	 the	German	 language	media	began	 to	 follow	a	 small	 and	controversial	 trend:	



















et	 al.	 2016,	163).	 It	 acknowledges	 that	not	only	 care-givers,	but	also	 the	 cared-for	might	be	
mobile	(Raghuram	2012).		









obligation	 (Foucault	 1978;	 Povinelli	 2006).	 The	 family	 is	 a	 key	 site	 for	 experiences	 of	 and	
debates	about	what	Povinelli	(2011:	27,	paraphrasing	Foucault)	identifies	as	“late	liberal	ways	
of	making	living,	making	die	and	letting	die.”		
	 This	 debate	 is	 of	 more	 than	 ethical	 consideration.	 Feminists	 have	 long	 criticized	 a	
tendency	 for	political	economists	(and	most	everyone	else)	 to	hive	off	 the	 family,	and	social	
reproduction	more	 generally,	 as	 non-economic	 or	 non-productive.	 If	 the	 activities	 of	 social	
reproduction	 are	 devalued	 in	 general,	 the	 care	 of	 elderly,	 who	 also	 are	 viewed	 as	 non-
productive,	is	doubly	so.	In	the	words	of	Sylvia	Federici	(2012a:	237),	“elder	care	suffers	from	
a	double	cultural	and	social	devaluation.”	The	care	deficits	that	countries	in	the	global	north	are	
struggling	 to	 manage	 are	 a	 current	 manifestation	 of	 a	 fundamental	 contradiction	 within	
capitalist	economies.	That	is,	while	social	reproduction	is	essential,	it	is	often	viewed	as	non-




effectively	 eats	 its	 own	 tail”	 (Fraser	 2016:	 103).	 In	 the	 current	 period,	 increasing	 social	
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polarization,	employment	precarity,	household	reliance	on	two	wage	earners,	the	weakening	







	 Viewed	 as	 a	 reversal	 of	 the	 mobility	 in	 already	 existing	 global	 care	 chains,	 public	
discussion	about	outsourcing	eldercare	has	some	interesting	peculiarities	relative	to	debates	
about	migrant	care	workers.	 In	 the	case	of	care	workers	who	 leave	their	children	behind	to	
provide	 care	 in	 wealthier	 nations,	 certainly	 there	 is	 controversy	 in	 their	 home	 countries.	
Parrenas	 (2013)	 has	written	 extensively	 about	 the	 ‘vilification’	 of	mothers	who	 leave	 their	
children	 to	work	 abroad	 not	 only	 in	 the	 Philippines,	 but	 in	 Poland	 (where	 children	 left	 by	
mother	labor	migrants	have	been	termed	‘euro-orphans’),	Romania	(where	the	fact	of	mothers	
working	 abroad	 has	 been	 framed	 as	 a	 ‘national	 tragedy’)	 and	 Sri	 Lanka.	 As	Dreby	 notes	 in	













migrant	 caregiver,	 her	 vision	 of	 the	 good	 life	 might	 have	 very	 little	 to	 do	 with	 or	 not	 be	
exclusively	 tied	to	 the	direct	recipient	of	her	care	work	(i.e.,	 the	child	or	disabled	or	elderly	
person	for	whom	she	cares	in	the	global	north),	and	leaving	her	child	in	the	care	of	others	to	
migrate	abroad	may	in	itself	embody	an	argument	about	how	to	bring	the	good	life	into	being.	
In	 the	 future.	 Povinelli	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 significance	 of	 this	 temporality,	 arguing	 that	
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sacrificial	redemption	is	a	technique	of	social	tense	that	is	frequently	used	to	deflect	attention	




	 There	 is	 a	 further	 way	 that	 debates	 about	 family	 separation	 tied	 to	 migration	 for	
eldercare	differ	 from	those	associated	with	the	migration	of	care	workers.	Certainly,	debate	




to	 anxieties	 about	 such	 long	 distance	 care.	 As	 Horn	 et	 al.	 (2016)	 note,	 eldercare	 facilities	
targeting	international	clients	are	attuned	to	potential	concerns	and	construct	their	advantage	























	 In	 our	 discussion	 of	 the	 media	 representations,	 we	 explore	 the	 unacknowledged	
assumptions	built	into	them,	as	well	as	their	implications	and	limits.	We	argue	that	the	media	
discourses	build	on	culturalized	imagery	and	on	an	unquestioned	wage	differential	that	allows	
for	 portraying	 facilities	 in	Eastern	 Europe	 and	Asia	 as	 care	paradises.	 Comparing	 eldercare	
abroad	 to	 care	migration,	 we	 highlight	 the	 one-sidedness	 of	 the	 anxiety:	While	 the	 former	
creates	a	profound	unease,	the	latter	is	often	discussed	as	a	win-win	situation.	In	this	sense,	the	
discourses	bring	to	the	fore	how	the	global	north	counts	on	the	mobility	of	others	to	ensure	
their	 own	privilege	of	 sedentarism.	Finally,	we	 problematize	 the	 frequent	 vilification	of	 the	
family	in	media	representations.	We	argue	that	it	serves	as	a	powerful	means	to	individualize	
responsibility	 and	 obfuscate	 the	 systemic	 failures	 of	 how	 eldercare	 is	 organized	 under	
neoliberal	governance.	We	are	not	claiming	that	there	is	no	complexity	to	media	discourse	but	
argue	 for	 tendencies	 that	 silence	 a	 richer	 and	 politically	 vital	 discussion	 of	 social	 care.	We	
suggest	 some	ways	 that	 the	debate	needs	 to	be	broadened	 to	 tackle	 fundamental	questions	
about	the	burden	and	possibilities	of	care	in	neoliberal	societies.	Our	hope	is	that	discussions	























that	helped	us	organize	the	texts.	They	 laid	the	 foundations	 for	developing	analytical	codes.	





	 The	news	articles	were	printed	 in	a	broad	 range	of	daily	and	weekly	newspapers	or	
magazines,	such	as	Spiegel,	Bild,	Focus,	Die	Zeit,	Die	Welt,	Süddeutsche	Zeitung,	Neue	Zürcher	
Zeitung,	 Blick,	 Tages-Anzeiger	 and	 others.	 Primarily,	 they	 referred	 to	 eldercare	 destinations	
located	either	 in	Asia	 (with	Thailand	mentioned	 in	78,	 India	 in	15	and	 the	Philippines	 in	7	
articles)	 or	 in	 Eastern	 Europe	 (with	 the	 Czech	 Republic	 mentioned	 in	 25,	 Slovakia	 in	 22,	
Hungary	in	15,	Poland	in	10	and	Ukraine	in	7	articles).	While	we	recognize	that	there	are	likely	
substantial	differences	between	eldercare	 facilities	in	different	places,	our	focus	is	on	media	
representations.	 We	 encountered	 no	 relevant	 differences	 in	 the	 discursive	 framing	 of	 the	









a	 dissertation	 project,	 funded	 by	 the	 University	 of	 Zurich.	 The	 two	 facilities	 were	 chosen	
because	they	specifically	advertised	their	services	for	German	speaking	seniors	and	because	
they	 repeatedly	 featured	 in	 the	 news	 articles.	 The	 ethnographic	 material	 was	 collected	 in	
summer	2015.	It	includes	field	notes	from	participant	observation	and	interviews	with	a	total	
of	15	resort	managers,	carers	and	family	members	of	German	speaking	elderly,	who	stayed	at	
the	 two	 resorts	 during	 Jill’s	 visit	 (for	more	 information	 on	methods	 of	 data	 collection	 and	











her	 partner	 to	 be	 looked	 after	 by	 two	 day-laborers	 who	 had	 neither	 medical	 training	 nor	
competency	 in	 English	 or	 German.	 Her	 partner	 died	 under	 unknown	 circumstances	 a	 few	
months	 later	 and	was	 buried	without	 family	 present,	 as	Marianne	N.	 had	 instructed	 before	




	 The	 Swiss	 news	 press	 followed	 Marianne	 N.’s	 story	 of	 abduction	 of	 a	 senior	 with	























offer	 places	 for	 German	 seniors”,	 writes	 Stuttgarter	 Nachrichten	 (2012).	 According	 to	 the	
Kölner	Express	(2012),	“There	is	a	huge	interest	of	seniors	in	need	of	care	and	their	families	to	
get	hold	of	a	place	in	a	seniors’	home	in	Thailand.”	Berliner	Kurier	(2012)	states	that,	“In	order	
to	 escape	 poverty	 in	 old	 age,	 thousands	 of	 pensioners	 flee	 to	 cheaper	 places	 abroad.”	






































negotiating	 with	 Austrian	 social	 services	 about	 covering	 the	 costs	 of	 eldercare	 in	 his	 new	
seniors’	homes	in	Hungary.	
	 Several	articles	that	report	on	the	idea	of	the	state	actively	outsourcing	eldercare	cite	
experts	 who	 judge	 such	 endeavors	 as	 highly	 problematic	 and	 unethical.	 A	 commentary	 in	













	 In	sum,	 the	media	expresses	popular	 fears	 that	not	 just	 families,	but	also	the	state	 is	
planning	to	send	elderly	to	care	homes	abroad	to	save	public	funds.	Being	placed	in	a	care	home	
in	Slovakia	or	Thailand	 is	presented	as	an	 impending	 scenario	 for	an	 increasing	number	of	


















(2010)	 titled	 “in	 care-paradise”	 tells	 the	 story	 of	 Victor	 Schumacher,	 a	 Swiss	 former	










portrays	 a	 senior	 in	 Thailand	 as	 reclining	 in	 a	 deck-chair,	 while	 his	 personal	 carer	 subtly	
massages	his	legs.		
	 In	 the	 news	 articles,	 the	 question	 of	 time	 appears	 most	 prominently	 when	 seniors’	


























In	 addition	 to	 the	 distinction	 between	 the	 pressed-for-time	 carers	 of	 the	 German	 speaking	




























a	senior	saying	about	his	Thai	seniors’	home	“I	have	become	part	of	a	 large	 family	here.”	 In	









traits	are	naturalized.	Berner	Zeitung	 (Sommer,	2006)	writes:	 “In	Thailand,	 the	 family	 is	 the	
core	of	society,	the	respect	for	seniors	is	impressive.	(…)	Caring	is	in	their	blood.”	And	Blick	
(Bertolami,	 2007)	 quotes	 the	manager	 of	 a	 seniors	 home	 saying:	 “For	 the	 sick,	 non-verbal	
communication	is	much	more	important	–	the	loving,	tender	care,	the	physical	contacts	just	like	
in	 the	 family.	The	Thai	women	are	predestined	for	 this	natural	way	of	caring.”	This	cultural	


























We	 turn	 to	 reflect	 these	 media	 discourses	 together	 with	 our	 supplementary	 ethnographic	




routines	 at	 two	 seniors’	 homes	 in	 Thailand,	 which	 specialize	 in	 patients	 with	 dementia	 or	












So	 too,	 cultural	 assumptions	 about	 the	 intimate	 labor	 provided	 by	 Thai	 caregivers	
require	closer	examination.	Talking	to	caregivers	in	the	two	seniors’	homes	visited	in	Thailand,	
the	 constructed	 and	 orientalizing	 nature	 of	 the	 care-paradise	 discourse	was	made	 evident.	
These	caregivers	did	not	see	their	hugging	and	caressing	of	seniors	as	typically	Thai.	Indeed	
one	of	the	carers	explained:	“Thais	don’t	do	this,	they	don’t	touch.”	She	argued	that	the	Thai	































both	 arrangements	 (mostly	 female)	 care	 workers	 from	 the	 global	 south	 look	 after	 care	
recipients	 from	 the	 global	 north.	 The	 key	 difference	 between	 the	 two	 arrangements	 comes	
down	to	who	has	to	be	mobile:	the	care-giver	or	the	care-recipient.	Eldercare	abroad	reverses	
mobility	 and	 it	 is	 this	 reversal	 that	 is	 often	 perceived	 as	 alarming	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	
countries	in	the	global	north.	
	 Placing	an	elderly	parent	in	a	seniors’	home	abroad	creates	a	lot	more	outrage	in	the	
German	 language	 public	 debate	 than	 care	 workers’	 migration.	 While	 the	 latter	 is	 often	
presumed	a	win-win	 situation	 (Bachinger	2015:	477;	Hochschild	2010;	Karakayali	2010:	6;	
Schilliger	 2013),	 the	 former	 is	 often	 framed	 as	 deportation	 and	 abandonment.	 A	 close	
examination	 of	 media	 coverage	 of	 the	 issue	 discloses	 a	 profound	 anxiety	 in	 the	 German	
speaking	countries	of	being	forced	to	migrate	in	old	age	in	order	to	receive	adequate	care.	This	
one-sided	 anxiety	 exposes	 the	 extent	 to	which	 the	 global	 north	 relies	on	workers	 from	 the	
global	 south	 for	 their	 social	 reproduction	 and	 how	 it	 takes	 their	 mobility	 for	 granted	 to	
guarantee	their	own	sedentarism.	People	in	the	global	north	expect	other	people	to	migrate	and	
spend	years	of	 their	 lives	abroad	to	provide	care	 for	 them,	but	recoil	 from	the	thought	 that	
























a	 regime	 of	 globalizing	 financialized	 capitalism.	 Neoliberal	 governance	 “externaliz[es]	













concern	 about	 abandonment	 by	 the	 state	within	 a	 pervasive	 acceptance	 of	 its	 inevitability.	
Although	attempts	at	placing	seniors	abroad	are	criticized,	there	is	shockingly	little	expectation	
that	today’s	state	services	for	the	elderly	will	still	be	there	in	the	future.	On	the	contrary,	the	
media	 reports	 tend	 to	 present	 further	 reductions	 of	 state	 services	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 course.	







reports	offer	no	glimpses	of	 alternatives	 to	 the	ongoing	reduction	of	public	 services	and	no	
expectation	that	the	state	will	fund	sustainable	eldercare	provision	in	the	future.	The	lack	of	
alternatives	 discussed	 resembles	 what	 Keil	 has	 termed	 ‘roll-with-it-neoliberalization’	 –	 a	
mindset	 that	 has	 accepted	 neoliberal	 governmentality	 as	 inevitable	 and	 lost	 a	 sense	 of	
alternatives	(Keil	2016).	
	 Reframing	and	broadening	this	debate	requires	a	discussion	of	fundamental	questions	




we	 expand	 our	 horizons	 of	 accountability?	 How	 might	 socially	 necessary	 care	 activity	 be	
accomplished	without	undue	cost	to	the	lives	of	those	who	provide	this	care?	Anxieties	about	
abandoned	 lives	 provoked	 by	 the	 news	 press	 on	 outsourcing	 eldercare	 open	 an	 important	
opportunity	to	ask	these	fundamental	questions.	The	media	articles	contribute	to	provoking	a	
debate	by	featuring	provocative	stories	of	elderly	people	being	‘deported’	from	the	global	north	
to	 save	 time	 and	money	 and	 setting	 them	 against	 stories	 of	 ‘care	 paradises’	 without	 time	
constraints	in	the	global	south.		However,	the	discursive	framing	of	the	issue	also	tends	to	limit	
the	debate	by	sending	it	along	well-worn	grooves	of	analysis,	that	place	the	burden	of	care	on	
often	 female	 family	 members	 or	 racialised	 women	 from	 the	 global	 south.	 The	 news	 press	




feminist	 revolution	–	 to	bring	 the	 invisible	activity	of	 care	 into	visibility	 so	that	 it	might	be	
revalued,	re-imagined	and	restructured	as	productive,	cooperative	and	creative	activity.	We	see	
the	growing	 interest	 in	and	 the	 current	vibrant	debate	on	 re-centering	and	 re-framing	care	
























3. Theorists	 such	 as	 Habermas	 (1989)	 and	 Povinelli	 (2006)	 have	 argued	 that	 the	 freely-
chosen,	 contractual	 arrangement	 of	 the	 romantic	 conjugal	 family,	 released	 from	 the	
constraints	 of	 genealogy	 and	 inheritance,	 is	 the	 cornerstone	 of	 the	 autonomous	 liberal	
subject	 and	 is	 what	 has	 made	 possible	 the	 national	 mass	 subject	 in	 western	 liberal	
democracies.	 In	 Povinelli’s	 phrasing:	 “The	 humanist	 subject	was	 forged	 out	 of	 intimate	




4. Parrenas’	 claims	 about	 the	 vilification	 of	 migrant	 mothers	 in	 the	 Philippines	 are	 not	
uncontested.	 Filomeno	 Aguilar	 presents	 evidence	 from	 Batangas	 Province	 in	 the	
Philippines	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 “	 Unlike	 middle-class	 opinion	 makers	 based	 in	 Metro	
Manila,”	 the	people	 in	 the	 village	 in	which	he	 conducted	his	 ethnography	 “refrain	 from	
passing	 judgment	 on	 transnational	 families	 and	 their	 growing	 children,	 especially	
adolescents,	saying	a	lot	depends	on	the	individual	child”	(2013:	352).	So	too	he	argues	that	







the	 two	care	homes	 for	opening	 their	doors	to	us.	Furthermore,	we	are	very	grateful	 to	our	
colleagues	and	friends	at	UBC	and	UZH,	the	alternative	think	tank	Denknetz,	the	care	workers’	
organisation	 Respekt@VPOD	 and	 the	 Philippine	 Women	 Centre	 of	 BC	 for	 their	 invaluable	
contributions	to	our	work	over	many	years.	Especially,	a	big	thank	you	goes	to	Christian	Berndt,	
Huey	Shy	Chau,	Bozena	Domanska,	Sara	Landolt,	Katharina	Pelzelmayer,	Sarah	Schilliger	and	
Kendra	Strauss.	 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